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Creating Standards-Based Assessment, Evaluation, and Grading

We Need the “How”

Exploring Ways to Prepare Students for IPAs
By Stephanie Schenck

C

ompared with some other language
educators, I was slow to jump
on the integrated performance
assessment (IPA) bandwagon. I’ll admit it:
I thought there was no way my students
could speak, read, and write in an authentic
context at such low levels of proficiency.
What I did not realize was that it indeed is
possible—but only if I also changed the activities I set up in my classroom. That is key.
It is hard to develop and implement these
changes, and it is hard to toss out years of
old activities and start from scratch. Yet once
I came around, I became an IPA advocate.
I did several presentations at professional conferences about IPAs and learned
that while teachers are excited to incorporate real-world tasks into their classrooms,
they reported being uncertain about how to

implement them. We know the “what” (get
students to perform well on an IPA), but we
needed the “how” (activities to prep them
in class). My solution is to have students
participate in classroom activities that closely
mimic the way they are assessed.
By using these activities, students realize
that IPAs are not scary, but simply an extension of what they have been doing all along.
Jeff Pageau, French teacher at Roanoke
Rapids High School, NC, came to one of my
conference sessions and had this to say: “For
me, using an IPA makes sense. It’s a logical
way to assess a student’s ability to use the
language in a real-world context. One thing
I took away from [this] session is the need to
choose contexts that are real-world situations
that a student could encounter in the target
culture. What’s so great about implement-

ing IPAs is that they can be implemented in
any language level by modifying the rigor
as needed.” In short, IPAs give students a
reason to use the language and give them an
opportunity to show what they can do.
The trick to preparing students for an
IPA is setting the context. There must be a
real-world reason for doing the task. After a
while, setting a context becomes routine and
integrated into everything in the classroom.
Take a common thematic unit in language
classrooms, for example sports and competitions. The teacher can break this large theme
down into a variety of different activities that
will ultimately move students towards higher
levels of proficiency. Each of the following
types of activities can be done during regular
class time, or linked together to form an
actual IPA.

“My solution is to have students participate in classroom activities that
closely mimic the way they are assessed.”
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Interpretive Activities
Video clips work well with a variety of
thematic units, because there is a constantly
updated supply of material to be found online. Clearly explain the context to provide a
reason that students might be watching these
clips and build from there. For example:
“You and your friends are watching the
World Cup and all the commercials are in
Spanish. These commercials reach a large
audience, so advertisers want them to be
good. As you listen to the commercial, list
all the qualities of this product or reasons to
buy the product that are mentioned.” Show
an authentic advertisement and allow 2 minutes to discuss with a partner using guided
questions to help students think about the
content. For Novice learners, the discussion
could be simple expressions of like and dislike, or compare their lists of all the reasons
why they should buy the product and rank
them in order of which were the best. Intermediate learners can also explain why they
liked or disliked the commercials or talk
about ways the commercial could be better.
Interpretive activities may also take
the form of reading, but there is no need
for teachers of lower-level students to be
alarmed. Reading can be as simple as Tweets,
infographics, or advertisements, and do not
have to be long articles or overwhelming
amounts of text. In fact, pictures provide
the support that Novice learners need to
meaningfully interact in the target language
when their vocabulary knowledge is limited.
For sports and competitions, for example,
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the teacher may set the context with something like: “Here are ads for a few different
gyms in Santiago, Chile. Looking at what
they have to offer, what are three pros and
cons to each gym? Which one do you think
is the best deal?” This is a real-life task that
someone looking to work out may actually
do. There is no need to add, “Imagine you
are in Chile,” or “Pretend you are an athlete.”
Simply assign a task that exists in the real
world and students instantly grasp the purpose behind it.
ACTFL Director of Education Paul
Sandrock says one way to modify a task for
Novice learners is to give an inference and
have students look for evidence in the text to
support or dispute that claim. An example of
a simplified interpretive task for Novice learners using the gym advertisements is to make
a statement, such as “This is the worst gym
in all of Santiago!” and have students circle
words and phrases in the text that make them
believe that statement is true or false.

Presentational Activities
The next step is to link the interpretive task
to a presentational activity. Using the sports
commercials activity, the teacher might ask
students to write a Facebook comment to
the company to say they enjoyed or hated
the commercial. Again, this real-world task
could be simplified for Novice learners,
or expanded for Intermediate learners. An
added bonus to this type of presentational
activity is that the teacher could include
technology by having students type their

responses in a fake status generator to make
their writing appear as it would in a real
Facebook comment.
For the reading task, teachers could ask
students to respond with an email message
to the gym that they chose and introduce
themselves, explain what types of exercises
or equipment they would need, and what
type of sports or activities in which they
would participate. Again, this task could be
done very simply with Novice learners, who
might only know how to say “I play . . .”
and “I need . . .”, while Intermediate learners
may expand and explain their answers in
more detail.

Interpersonal Activities
In the aforementioned examples, the tasks
were logically linked to one another. When
the context is set, students understand the
situation and what type of language would
be needed to navigate the situation. Interpersonal activities are no different.
A great way to scaffold the interpersonal
conversation activities is to begin with a
classic Info Gap in which one student has
information that the other one needs. For
our sports and competitions example, the
teacher might give a student an ad for a
sporting goods store in the target language,
and the other student a list of five sports. To
set the context, the student with the list of
sports might be told, “You have been forced
to try new things this year at school, and
your friends won’t take no for an answer.
These are the sports you have to attempt, so
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Here’s How: We practice regularly, and IPA-style
tasks become part of our daily classroom routine.
call your buddy who works at the store to
see if they have anything you might need.”
The student might have baseball on the list
and would therefore need to ask the friend,
“Do you have a glove?” The partner might
respond with, “No, I don’t have a glove, but I
have a baseball bat,” according to the ad they
have in front of them.
Info Gaps are a great starting point to get
students speaking in the target language. The
next step is to expand the answer options.
To continue with the sports example, students can converse in small groups or pairs
on a variety of topics and answer a variety
of questions under the umbrella theme of
competitions. Here are some examples of
questions the teacher might provide in the
target language:
“Your friend is nervous about the
upcoming band competition. Do you
play an instrument? Have you been in
a competition for music? How often
do you practice? What is the hardest
instrument to play? Why is it hard
to play?”
“Last semester, our school basketball team did not do very well. Have
you lost a competition? Do you play
basketball? When do you go to practice? Who else is on your team? What
other sports do you play?”
“During the summer, many students
swim at the YMCA. Do you swim a
lot? How well do you swim? Do you

.
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swim on the swim team at school?
Where do you practice? Did your team
win or lose?”
When it comes to interpersonal practice, the
possibilities are endless. In class, this type
of communicative activity could be accomplished by setting a context for everyone to
discuss with his or her partner. The teacher
may need to provide support for Novice
learners with several questions on the board
or in a list for them to choose from, but may
leave the conversations more open-ended
with Intermediate learners.
When I want to link the interpersonal
activity to the interpretive and presentational
task, I simply ask myself, “When might
someone need to discuss this topic?” Then, a
context usually becomes obvious. For the example of watching sports commercials, then
commenting to the company on Facebook,
students might then want to talk about what
makes a great commercial. Is it the famous
celebrities? Is there exciting music? Is it
funny? These are the types of questions that
can be answered in a verbal conversation, at
even Novice levels.
If we take the example of the gym advertisements, followed by an email to explain
your needs and interests in the gym, a logical
interpersonal activity might be to talk to an
employee on the phone. Perhaps the employee asks you such questions as: “Do you
play many sports? Which is your favorite?
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Why? Do you work out a lot now? Do you
run or swim? Do you participate in sports
at school?” These questions, again, can be
modified to accommodate Novice or Intermediate learners, and the expected answers
can be simple or complex. As a classroom
activity, students can take turns being the
client and the gym employee. If used as part
of the IPA, the teacher could serve as the
gym employee who interviews the potential
client (the student) in a 1-on-1 conversation.
After becoming an IPA convert, I truly
believe it is the best way to assess students
while providing them the opportunity to
shine. These assessments link the classroom
to the real world effortlessly, with the addition of a simple context and authentic materials. Students clearly see how what they are
learning could be applied outside of class,
and the boost in motivation and proficiency
has been clear.
How do we prepare students for this
type of assessment? We practice regularly,
and IPA-style tasks become part of our daily
classroom routine. The learning, the practice, and the assessment become intertwined.
That is the secret to the “how” of getting
students to do well and grow in the target
language when you make the IPA switch.
Stephanie Schenck is a Spanish teacher at Clover
High School in Clover, South Carolina, and a doctoral
candidate in Literacy, Language, & Culture at Clemson
University.
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